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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 56

Title: “Which is the first commandment?”
Scripture: Mark 12:28-34

Date preached: October 1st 2023

Scripture: Mark 12:28-34

28 Then one of the scribes came, and having heard them reasoning together, perceiving that
He had answered them well, asked Him, “Which is the first commandment of all?”

29 Jesus answered him, “The first of all the commandments is: ‘Hear, O Israel, the LORD our
God, the Lorb is one. 30 And you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all
your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ This is the first commandment.

31 And the second, like i, is this: ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ There is no
other commandment greater than these.”

32 So the scribe said to Him, “Well said, Teacher. You have spoken the truth, for there is one
God, and there is no other but He. 33 And to love Him with all the heart, with all the
understanding, with all the soul, and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbour as
oneself, is more than all the whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”

34 Now when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, He said to him, “You are not far from the
kingdom of God.”

But after that no one dared question Him.
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Review
Before we examine today's passage of scripture let us take a moment to review what we looked at in
our last study.

As I'm sure you remember we are still on Tuesday of Passion week. It's an event filled day so Mark,
who is usually known for his brevity devotes a large section of his passion week narrative to this
important day. In fact his coverage of the events of Tuesday last from verse 20 of chapter 11 all the
way to the end of chapter 13. This highlights the importance of the many significant encounters
Jesus had on this day.
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I spoke to you before about how scholars refer to this portion of Mark as the “Controversy
dialogues.” We have seen over the past few weeks what an appropriate title that is. We have
witnessed on multiple occasions how the Lord Jesus was approached and challenged by various
combinations of Jewish leaders. These challenges to His authority and right to teach and preach
came through a series of difficult questions. Those posing the questions sought a legitimate reason
to either arrest Him or else ridicule Him so that He lost the support of the common people. Today
we come to the fifth and final question. As we shall see it's a little different to the other more
combative exchanges. But before we look at today's question let's briefly look at the exchange we
examined last week.

Jesus is still somewhere in the temple complex when He is approached by a group of Sadducees.
These men were the leaders in the temple and held prominent positions of power especially in the
Sanhedrin. We might characterize them as being well-educated, sophisticated, wealthy, haughty and
prideful. They were also pro-Rome and this along with their haughty and aloof attitude meant that
they were hated by the common people. They also held a number of beliefs that also separated them
from other Jews and sects in Israel such as the Pharisees. The two most important differences in
respect to the question they asked Jesus were as follows. Firstly, they only believed the first five
books of the Old Testament, the books written by Moses were God's revelation. Secondly, they
denied that there was any kind of resurrection or after life.

So a group of Sadducees come to Jesus with what they think is an impossible question for Him to
answer. This is of course intentional. They want to discredit Jesus and reveal him as being an
invalid teacher to the people for believing in the resurrection of the dead.

The question they pose comes wrapped up in a hypothetical situation in which a woman ends up
marrying seven brothers. To modern readers this whole situation seems preposterous, but it was
actually what God had commanded. It was known as the law of levirate marriage and it is laid out in
the book of Deuteronomy (25:5-10). The law of levirate marriage served two purposes. Firstly it
preserved widows from becoming destitute. Secondly it was designed to provide an heir for the
dead husband. It worked in the following way.

If a husband died without having a male heir then one of his unmarried brothers would marry the
widow in the hopes that he could provide a male heir. This son would take up his father's name and
receive the inheritance rights. So in the situation the Sadducees have laid out this process has been
repeated six times. What the Sadducees wanted to know was to which brother the woman would be
married in the resurrection. Remember that they didn't actually believe in resurrection because they
found no reference to it in the writings of Moses. So their question is intended to demonstrate the
foolishness of the whole concept of resurrection.

Jesus answer to them is short and cutting. They were badly mistaken. They were ignorant of God's
Word and dismissive of God's power.

Firstly they were wrong in their thinking about the institution of marriage. Marriage will exist only
whilst we are here on earth. It will not be a part of eternity. So this hypothetical woman will not be
married to any of the seven men. Secondly Moses had actually taught about the reality of
resurrection. Jesus directs them to the burning bush incident (Exodus 3).

What's important in this passage is the way that God speaks about the patriarchs; Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob. These men had been “dead” for a long time. But God tells Moses that He is the God of
these men not that He was the God of these men. This means that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are not
dead, they are alive and living in relationship with God.

So once again the Lord Jesus could not be trapped, ridiculed or made to look like a fool. On this
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Today we come to the final question leveled at Jesus. It concerns what is the greatest

occasion it was the Sadducees who were made to look like ignorant fools.
commandment.
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28 Then one of the scribes came, and having heard them reasoning together, perceiving that
He had answered them well, asked Him, “Which is the first commandment of all?”

We come now then to the final controversy dialogue between the Lord Jesus and the Jewish leaders.
As we shall see there are some notable differences between the previous two challenges and this
one. The first difference concerns the number of accusers that are involved. In the previous two
cases Jesus was approached by groups of men (the chief priests, scribes and Pharisees and then the
Sadducees). It is of course far more intimidating to be surrounded by an irate crowd of people. Here
though a single scribe comes to Jesus. Matthew in his account of this story suggests that the scribe
came and spoke as a representative for the Pharisees (Matt 22:34-35). Mark however presents this
as being this individual scribe who comes seeking an answer. This simply reflects Mark's concern
for individuals.

So who were the scribes? The scribes were the lawyers or legal experts of Jesus day. They were
called by Jewish writers, “the schoolmasters of the nation.” Many of them were also Pharisees.
They performed two important functions in society. Firstly it was their job to study, transcribe and
write commentaries on God's law. Secondly they would be called upon when people needed
documents to be written, or when people needed legal advice, or a legal term to be explained.

The next big difference for us to note regards the approach, or attitude of the scribe. The previous
encounters have been typified by a hostile, challenging approach to Jesus. Those facing Him were
not there to discover the truth, they were there to try and trap or trick Him. By contrast the scribe
here at least on the surface seems to be sincere. That at least is Mark's understanding. Matthew in
his gospel says that the scribe came with a question to test Him (Matt 22:35). Both things may be
true, perhaps the scribe wanted to test Him in order to evaluate just how sound and wise a teacher
He was. He quite clearly recognises that Jesus is a superior rabbi or teacher. We know this because
he has noted how Jesus masterfully handled the previous questions thrown at Him and answered
wisely. Therefore He comes to Him with a question regarding which commandment of God ought
to take priority.

This is an important point. When we speak of something being first there may be two meanings. We
might speak of something being first in chronological terms. In terms of time, which command did
God give first. Or we might speak of first in terms of priority or importance. Which is the first, or
most important command God gave. The scribe here is asking about the importance or priority of
the commands. He was trying to get Jesus’s opinion of what summed up the Torah in the best way.
To understand why he came with this question we need to know a little about the lawyers of Israel.

The scribes (lawyers) had determined that the Jews were obligated to obey 613 statutes of the law.
Where we might wonder did they get these 613. Well that’s how many letters there were in the
Decalogue. If you take the Ten Commandments in Hebrew and count the number of letters you will
find that there are 613. From this they deduced that there must be 613 laws! Of these 613 laws 365
were negative precepts, things you were not to do, and 248 were positive, things you were to do.
One of their favourite exercises was getting together to discuss which of these divine
commandments was the greatest. They debated endlessly on this issue and had even developed a
system that divided the laws into two categories, the “heavy or great” and the “light or little.” We
might puzzle today about why they devoted so much time and energy to this. But we must
remember that they operated under a works righteousness based system. Since it was necessary, but
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practically impossible to follow all 613 laws it was vital to prioritise the laws in order to keep the
more important ones. So simply put, this scribe wants to know which law to follow in order to best
please God and earn the most “salvation credits.” Let's continue.
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29 Jesus answered him, “The first of all the commandments is: ‘Hear, O Israel, the LoRD our
God, the LoRrb is one. 30 And you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all
your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ This is the first commandment.

Again the Lord Jesus beautifully deals with the question He is given. Once again He takes His
questioner back to the bible. He quotes from Deuteronomy 6:4-5, this is the creedal affirmation of
both Judaism and Christianity. It reads as follows;

4*“Hear, O Israel: The LoRrD our God, the LORD is one! 5 You shall love the Lorp your God
with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.

This is the great confession of faith that even today pious Jews recite each morning and evening.
Every synagogue service begins with these verses being recited. It is known as the “Shema.” It gets
this name from the first word (shema) of the confession which means, “hear, listen, pay attention or
obey.” To what are the hearers to lend their ear? To the fact that Yahweh is their God.

The people of Israel were surrounded by pagan nations who worshipped a multitude of deities. As
we know from a reading of the Old Testament these pagan deities were an ever present draw on the
affections of the Israelites. Again and again God's people turned from Him and offered their love to
pagan gods. These of course were no gods at all. They were the creations of men given a shape in
stone, wood or metal. So the Shema served as an important reminder that they were to focus their
attention, and affection on the one and only true God of the universe. Their is no pantheon of Gods,
there is just one God. But of course it is not merely sufficient that we recognise that our
monotheistic God exists. God you see gave Himself totally and completely in a loving commitment
to His people. He held nothing back. There is no more loving act that one can perform than to
sacrifice themselves for another. Therefore a reciprocal response is called for from us. We are called
to offer Him our undivided and unrestrained love and affection. We are to hold nothing back. So
when we read here of the heart, soul, mind, and strength it is a way of saying that one should love
God fully at every level. Let us briefly touch on each element in turn.
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We are to love God with all our hearts. In ancient Jewish thinking the heart was the centre of the
will and volition. It was at the centre of one's life and represented the person and their motivations
in life. Therefore where a person heart was directed everything else followed after. This means that
God must be the object of our heart's desires. He, and He alone must be number one in our thoughts
and affections. How easy it is for us to put other things before Him, but this is known as idolatry.

It is also easy to love God when things are going well. But what about in the dark and discouraging
seasons of life?

When we truly love God we are joyful and happy even when the circumstances of life are
challenging. That you see is the definition of true love. That it remains strong and unaffected no
matter the situation. Nothing shakes the love we feel for our children, they may be rude,
disrespectful, rebellious and uncaring, but we love them regardless.
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We are to love God with all our souls. In Jewish thought human beings were living, breathing
spirits. So just like with “heart” when they spoke about the “soul” it denoted the whole person. The
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soul represents the core of your being. Therefore we are to love God with the deepest, purest, truest
parts of us.
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We are to love God with all our minds. When we speak of the mind we are thinking of the intellect.
Some things in life require us to actively switch off our brains to believe them. Santa Claus or the
tooth fairy and most Hollywood movies for example. But Christianity is not a religion of merely
blind, unthinking adherence. It can stand up to careful and detailed examination. We are not called
to believe in, or accept things that are illogical or without reason. On the contrary we are asked to
think, test (1 Thess 5:21) and reason (Isa 1:18) before placing our trust. So as followers of Christ we
are to direct our thoughts and all our mental capacities to knowing Him more clearly and fully.
Believers who say things like, “I've no interest in theology or studying, I just want to love Jesus”
are missing the point. Using our intellect helps us love Him more fully and completely. Furthermore
when we engage our intellects it enables us to think clearly and properly about God. Ultimately
when one loves God with one’s whole mind there can be no confusion about who God is, what He
desires from us and what is right before Him.
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Finally, we are to love God with all our strength. When we think of strength we picture the
physical aspects of our nature. God has given us physical strength and power which enables us to
act and impact the world around us. We are to employ or direct all the strength, power and might He
has given us into serving and honouring him.
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This Jesus tells this scribe is the first command. It also neatly summarises the first table of the law.
The commands one to four that God gave to Moses on Mount Sinai. They deal with our relationship
with God. Since there is nothing more pressing or more important in life than this it is right that this
be of first importance. But after God, what comes next? Let's read on and find out.
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31 And the second, like i, is this: ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” There is no other
commandment greater than these.”

The first command is to love God completely. The second is similar, we are to love our neighbours
(other people) as we love ourselves. How do we love ourselves? I like the following description
given in Johnson and DeWelt's commentary;

“Freely and readily, sincerely and unfeignedly, tenderly and compassionately, constantly and
preservingly.”

Or to put it far more simply. We love ourselves a lot.

As we have spoken about before when we looked at the story of the good Samaritan there was
considerable debate among the Jews as to who exactly were their neighbours. They had a very
narrow definition of this word. They had determined that a “neighbour” was a fellow Jew. Someone
from the same ethnic and cultural background as themselves, or a full proselyte (convert to
Judaism). As a consequence a non-Jew, a Gentile was not a neighbour and could be shunned or
ignored. There was no mandate, so they thought to love such people. They were wrong, and being
wilfully ignorant of God's commands. When we look at what God commanded we see that He had
called upon His people to love the “strangers” amongst them (Lev 19:34, Deut 10:19).

Therefore we cannot properly and fully love God if we do not keep His command to love others.
This command encompasses all people. It's easy, or at least easier to love people who look, think,
speak and behave like us.

Koreans commonly refer to themselves and their nation as our country “Ouri nara.” But when they
say this who are they including in this description. People with Korean ancestry, people with
Korean blood. I know that they are not including me, or the many other foreigners who have made
their homes here. I think foreigners are often excluded and made to feel that they don't really
belong. They may be tolerated but they are not really neighbours.

So the Lord's words are a timely reminder that the call to love others does not come with limits or
conditions. We are to love those which which we are familiar but also the strangers in our midst.
There is a very good reason for this. All, not some people are lovingly created in God's image. This
means we are to love them as being part of God's creation. They are important to Him and therefore
they should be important to us.

The Lord Jesus here quotes from the book of Leviticus. In Leviticus 19:18 we read,

You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children of your people, but
you shall love your neighbour as yourself: I am the Lord.

The scribe had requested one commandment, but Jesus gave him two. Love for man, in Leviticus
(19:18), grows out of love for God. So when we combine these two commands we discover that
they encompass all ten of the commandments God gave to Moses. The first four are covered by the
command to love God. When you love Him you don’t have any other God. You don’t make a false
idol. You don’t take His name in vain. And you remember to worship Him.

The remaining 6 are dealt with here in the call to love other human beings. When you properly love
others you’re respectful to your parents. You have respect for authority. You have a respect for life,
so you don’t kill people. You have a respect for moral purity, for this reason you don’t commit
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adultery. You have respect for others’ property, therefore you don’t steal. You have respect for what
1s true, as a consequence you don’t lie. Finally you are grateful and have respect for what God has
provided and you’re content, therefore you don’t covet.

In truth the two commands Jesus gave cannot be separated. Let's think about it logically. We cannot
live in obedience to God if we do not love Him whilst loving other people. And equally we cannot
please God if we love Him and yet hate other people. The two must work in tandem. We must love
God and the people He has created. For this reason the Lord Jesus gave the scribe a perfect
summation of the whole law. There are no greater commands than these. If you get these two right
you will be living a life that is pleasing and honouring to God. The Mosaic Law that the Jews lived
under came to an end at the cross. That is why we are no longer under the burden of the law.
However our duties toward God and to other people are basic human responsibilities. For this
reason they will always remain valid and binding upon us. Let us see how the scribe responds.
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32 So the scribe said to Him, “Well said, Teacher. You have spoken the truth, for there is one
God, and there is no other but He. 33 And to love Him with all the heart, with all the
understanding, with all the soul, and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbour as
oneself, is more than all the whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”

Mark is the only gospel writer to record the scribe's reaction to Jesus answer. I spoke earlier about
the apparent sincerity of this particular scribe. Unlike the other religious leaders we have recently
examined this man seems to be genuine and honest.

In the other exchanges Jesus had with the Jewish leaders they never openly acknowledged that He
adequately answered their questions. Obviously their pride and arrogance wouldn't permit them to
admit they had been soundly beaten in an argument. But here the scribe openly confesses that Jesus
has presented him with the perfect answer. How better could the law of God be summarised. Jesus
words it seemed had spoken to this man’s heart. He was beginning it seems to get a deeper spiritual
understanding of the faith he thought he understood.

He aftfirms that there is just one God and that we are to love Him with all that we have. He also
agrees that to love one's neighbour is also vital. Significantly given that this man was an expert in
the law and probably a Pharisee what he adds next is telling. He correctly identifies what is of
greater value to God. It is easy for us to think that religious observance, and ceremony are the most
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important things to God. This was certainly true of the Pharisees. They loved to give the appearance
of great piety and religious devotion. They wanted to impress those watching by how devoted to
God they were.

We often fall into the trap of imagining that we are pleasing God, or at least doing our duty and
earning merit points when we simply attend church, or take part in any ritual of worship. We are
greatly mistaken. God of course does want us to come to church, He does desire our worship. But
what God really wants from us is our love and devotion to Him and to other people.

The scribe here references the sacrifices that took place daily in the temple. The expression “whole
burnt offerings” refers to sacrifices in which the whole of the offering was burned on the altar. The
expression “sacrifices” refers to the sacrifices and offerings in which only a part of the sacrifice
was burned on the altar. The remaining parts were given to the priest and part was eaten by the
worshippers. This was a necessary and vital part of the Jewish religion. It was what God had
commanded them to do. So the scribe here is not saying that these animal or produce sacrifices are
not essential but rather that the sacrifices of the heart are even more important. A thousand burnt
offerings made from a heart that is cold and indifferent to God does not mean more to Him than a
single act of love done in His name. Let us find out how this episode concludes.
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34 Now when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, He said to him, “You are not far from the
kingdom of God.”

But after that no one dared question Him.

The Lord Jesus acknowledges that this man has answered wisely. Unlike the other Jewish leaders
this man appears open to hear the truth and to be transformed by it. It is this attitude that elicits the
remark by Jesus that He is not far from the kingdom of God. What does it mean that a person is not
far from the kingdom of God?

It means that he or she is facing truth honestly and is not simply interested in defending a
predetermined viewpoint. Most of the Jewish leaders Jesus encountered were stubborn and fixed in
their prejudices. They were not willing to really listen to the truth. For this reason they were a long
way from the kingdom. Not this man, he had the courage to openly affirm that what Jesus said was
profound. Others in the vicinity would have heard him say these things and in effect give his
support or endorsement of Jesus. Perhaps in doing so, he lost some friends and gained some
enemies. So this scribe is close in the sense that he is in the presence of the one who has brought the
kingdom of God. He has shown that he understands the meaning and spirit of Jesus’s teachings, and
that he knows the way into the kingdom.

So whilst he has not yet arrived his direction of travel is encouraging. Did the man ever arrive?
Will we meet him one day in eternity? His fate is left unresolved.

We are not told whether he took the final step and put his trust and faith in Jesus. This was probably
intentionally done by Mark. I think he wanted his readers to question their own position in regard to
the kingdom. It's a good question to ask ourselves “How far am I from the kingdom?” Being near,
or close will not be good enough.

The episode concludes with Mark telling us that this was the final challenging question the religious
leaders put to Jesus. They had tried without success to trap, trick, humiliate or discredit Him.

Next time Lord willing we will find the Jesus teaching in the temple.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make on today's passage of scripture

e =9 A7 A i 7 7HA A1 E AASHAEY
1 Loving God with all we have

How romantic are you? Are you often thinking up little ways to surprise your spouse. Are you
constantly seeking methods to keep that flame of passion alive and well. I hope that you are. I once
worked with a man whose wife slipped little love letters into his lunch box every day. He was
always happy to read about how his wife loved him as he ate his ham and cheese sandwich. Or what
about the story of the Parisian painter Marcel de Leclure.

He is famous for writing the longest expression of love ever written. Marcel was greatly in love
with Magdalene de Villalore. So in 1875 he decided to write her a letter to express his love. The
letter comprised only the French for “I love you” (Je t'aime) one million eight-hundred and seventy-
five thousand times. Why that particular number? It was a thousand times the calendar year of the
1875. Oh, you might say, how sweet and romantic. I wish my husband or wife were more like
Marcel. Well not so fast. You see he didn't actually write it himself. He hired a scribe to write it for
him. So maybe not quite as romantic.

Today we read about the command to love God with all that we have; heart, soul, mind and
strength. We are not to hold anything back. It's an ideal all believers support. But I wonder if in
some ways we are a little like Marcel. Our love for God might be genuine, just as Marcel's was for
Magdalene. But just like him are we not looking for shortcuts or means of not fully giving ourselves
in love. You see Marcel may have loved Magdalene but having to spend many hours writing “I love
you” didn't really appeal. He liked the idea of the gesture but didn't really want to put in the work.

So I wonder what part we are holding back. Is it our hearts? Are we secretly locked in a battle of the
heart. Is our love for God in competition with something else? The bible calls this idolatry. Is it our
soul? At our very cores are we truly and deeply loving God? Is it our minds? Are all our mental
capacities focused upon Him. Is it our desire to apply all of our intellects to getting to know and
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love Him more fully? Finally, is it our strength? Are all of our physical energies directed toward
honouring and pleasing Him or just a portion.

Of course to properly love God with all we have is not easy. The world around us, our sinful natures
and the evil one all work against us developing a loving and intimate relationship with our creator
God. Let us all pray for the Spirit's help in this area. May we never forget that as God's people we
are to love him with all we have.
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2 Loving others as ourselves
In popular culture the word “love” is often used in a trivial way. I love kimchi, I love riding my

bike, I love super-hero movies. It's perhaps not surprising that we often misunderstand the type of
love God calls us to express toward, not just people we like or who are like us, but towards all
people.

The love that God calls us to exhibit is a radical life changing kind of love. It includes loving our
enemies and persecutors (Matthew 5: 43-48). It also encourages us to love without the expectation
of receiving love in return (Luke 6: 27-36). But the most challenging call is the one we have read
about today. The command to love God with all of our heart and love our neighbour as ourselves.
To love others as we love ourselves is a challenge. It requires a unique and special kind of love.
This special expression of love comes only from God. God’s common grace allows for all men
made in His image to love, but this special kind of love is a love that is set apart for Christians.

As sinful people we frequently fail to love others as we should. Our arrogance and pride so often
get in the way. So let us all pray that God in His mercy and grace will give us the will, desire and
the ability to truly love others as we should.
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